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Chapter 1: Chapter 1 


“Why don't you believe me, Alya?! She's lying! She 
has been this entire time!" 

It was the same conversation they'd been having 
around the clock for the past week. Marinette 
accused Lila of lying about every single little thing, 
but refused to offer up any proof. 


They were in Marinette's room, at opposite ends of 
her computer desk, wheely chairs pushed to create 
space between them that was more than physical. The 
Elder Scrolls online was open on the massive split- 
screen computer in front of them, and they each 
clutched Playstation 4 controllers. A hodgepodge of 
technology that had been spliced together, courtesy of 
Max, in exchange for Marientte doing an art 
commission for him of several of his original 
characters. 


Marinette hadn't taken her eyes off the screen when 


she spoke, and neither did Alya when it was fer turn 
to continue the circular argument. They were ina 
Dungeon, trying and only sort of not failing to get 
past the first boss. This was their twelfth attempt to 
fight it on their own. And probably in a minute they'd 
be on their thirteenth attempt, if Alya's health bar 
was anything to go by. She tried spamming her 
healing ability, but the poison was too strong, and her 
Magicka wasn't regenerating fast enough, and she 
still had to wait for the cooldown on her potion- 


Still. It didn't stop her from asking, with all due 
annoyance, 


"But where's your proof, Marinette?" 
Circle, circle, circle, circle, circle! 


See, the problem here was not that Marientte said 
Lila was lying. The problem was that she never had 
any proof. She couldn't or wouldn't prove it. She just 
expected Alya to take her word for it that Lila was a 
lying, manipulative, scheming, thieving word that 
started with a B and ended with an itch. 


Alya was just supposed to take Marinette's word for it 
that Lila was evil and and out to get Marinette and 
destroy her life and ruin her chances with Adrien and 
steal all her friends, and probably-while she was at it- 
poison the water supply, burn their crops, and deliver 
a plague unto their houses. 


Well. Another plague. 


According to Marinette, Lila was horrible beyond 
belief. 


And Alya was just supposed to take her word for it 


because- 
"I-I don't Have any proof. You just have to trust me." 
And there it was. 


The reason they kept having this conversation. Over 
and over and over again. 


Turns out there were some downsides to being stuck 
in quarantine with your best friend. In such close, 
extended proximity, the things you could usually let 
pass started to wear thin. It was like she and 
Marinette were balls of spikes and they kept crashing 
into each other. The first day had been nothing but 
worry. But then they started forcing themselves to 
look on the bright side, and and turned it into a 
Sleepover. 


It started out terrible, turned sorta fun, now it was 
just... 

Routine. 

Routine that involved some variation of the same 
argument. Over. 

And over. 

And over again. 

To Marinette's credit, she was the one who died first. 
She spent her last second right before the boss 
stabbed her in the most brutal unscripted scene Alya 


had ever seen sending a healing ability towards Alya. 
It healed her to 70% health- 


-and then the boss stabbed her too, and she didn't 
block in time, and since she was still freaking 
poisoned she soon joined Marinette in the grey 


afterlife while the boss gloated about weaklings not 
knowing their place and strolled back to its original 
position on the battlefield. 


Alya revived her character, and immediately ran to 
the opposite end of the area from the boss, not 
wanting a repeat of their third attempt, where she'd 
forgotten to move and the moment she actually 
respawned, she drew aggro and got freaking 1hit-KO- 
ed. 


She'd learned her lesson. 


Now if only the same could be said of Marientte. 
They'd had this conversation more than the thirteen 
times they'd tried to take down this boss, and it 
always went the same way. 


Because Marinette didn't have any proof to back up 
her claims. At all. Except that she said so. 


"Marinette," Alya began, again, her patience slowly 
wearing thinner and thinner by the moment, both 
with her friend and with this Dungeon, "You know I 
can't ju-" 

Marientte growled, literally, and her character came 
to stand next to Alya's. "And why not?!" She 
demanded, drawing her weapon in-game and light 
attacking in Alya's direction, much to her affront. 
“Why not?! Why can't you just trust me, Alya?!" 


Alya drew her own weapon, but blocked and dodge- 
rolled backwards instead of attacking. Marinette 
continued to swing her maul in the space where Alya 
had been, now using heavy attacks. Alya had to resist 
the urge to growl herself, turned to face away from 


Marientte, and used one of her hotkeys to cross her 
arms over her chest, studiously ignoring the fact that 
Marinette was still attacking the empty space where 
she'd been standing. 


They could have been using this time to break out 
repair kits for their armour and double check that all 
their food and scroll buffs were still working, but Alya 
was really getting sick of his boss, and wasn't sure 
She even wanted to continue. They'd been here for 
over an hour already, and they hadn't accomplished 
anything. 

"Because." She said, for the hundredth time, 
Switching her emotes so that she was playing the lute, 
which was her go-to idle animation. (You couldn't 
actually pick a real role in this game, but Alya liked to 
pretend her character was a Bard anyways.) "You've 
been jealous of Lila from the start!" 


Marinette scoffed, and for a few seconds stopped 
moving as she opened the menu and scrolled to her 
emotes, and selected one of the options to sit on the 
ground. Her character sat, holding her knees up to 
her chest and hooking her arms around them, leaning 
her chin on her knees. And then a second later she 
was standing, and Marientte was selecting another 
option for sitting. This time she stretched her legs out 
in front of her and leaned back against her hands. 


"I'm not jealous." Marinette muttered. 
Now it was Alya's turn to scoff. 


The boss made some disparaging remark about their 
abilities, his words showing up on the subtitles at the 


bottom of the screen, but not audible. They'd turned 
off voice audio after the sixth attempt to kill him. This 
man just did not know when to shut up. 


Alya shook her head, both at the boss, and at her 
friend's denial. 


"T'm not!" Marinette exclaimed. Her character leapt 
to her feet, and before Alya realized what she was 
doing, she'd weapon swapped to her staff, and oh my 
god Marientte WHY freaking attacked the boss. 


Alya's mouth fell open as the boss immediately 
crossed the battlefield in a few long strides, blasting 
out AOEs with each step. Marinette roll-dodged to the 
side and managed to avoid the first wave. Alya 
scrambled to attack or defend or-or anything-and just 
barely managed to block in time to not get stabbed 
again. 

By instinct alone she roll-dodged to get behind it, and, 
purely out of spite, used her werewolf transformation. 
Which was next to useless in this kind of fight, but 
you know what? She was angry. She wanted to maul 
crap. 


Surprisingly, she didn't die immediately. Even more 
Surprisingly, Marientte died before she did. and even 
more surprisingly than that, she managed to last a 
full minute and a half on her own. She even managed 
to take its health down by a full percentage! 


And then she died, of course, because this freaking 
boss liked to poison people, and werewolves were 
especially susceptible to poison damage. 


Instead of respawning immediately, she just spun the 


greyed out camera over her corpse, fuming quietly 
while her direwolves continually teleported to her 
position, spinning madly in circles the way they had 
been doing since the last update. 


After it became obvious that she wasn't going to do 
anything, Marinette came over and used one of her 
soul gems to offer a free revive, clearly a half-assed, 
silent apology, but Alya didn't accept it, just kept 
Spinning the camera idly, unable to believe what she'd 
done. 


If Marinette wanted to do a suicide run to punish her 
for telling the freaking truth, she could get herself 
killed by herself. 


It wasn't that losing a soul gem was a big deal. She 
had an entire stack and a half. And it wasn't even that 
She was worried about repairing her armour. She had 
plenty of gold. No. No, the problem was that 
Marientte had done that on purpose. She'd attacked 
the boss without warning, without saying anything, 
just because she was mad, and wanted to punish Alya 
for it. 


Well, Alya wasn't going to play that game. 


She continued to sit there in stony silence, trying to 
keep the scowl off her face. Dying in this game wasn't 
a big deal, especially not when compared to other 
online games. This didn't really punish you the way 
other games did. You didn't lose EXP, you didn't lose 
any items, all that happened was your armour took 
damage, and would eventually break. But even when 
your armour finally broke, it wasn't gone forever. You 


just had to repair it, and all that took was gold, which 
you got from completing quests. And killing monsters. 
And selling the stuff you got from monsters. 


But dying wasn't the problem. 


The problem was that Marientte had done that on 
purpose. Just to make Alya mad. Just to punish Alya 
for speaking the truth. 


And it was the truth, even if Marientte refused to 
admit it. 


Something like three minutes passed in complete, 
angry silence, Alya still spinning her camera, 
Marinette running circles around her dead body to 
match the glitching direwolves, and offering revives 
whenever the timer ran out. 


Eventually- 


"T...I'm sorry, Alya." Marientte's voice was quiet, and 
She stopped running in circles, and used a hotkey to 
kneel, praying, at her head. "I shouldn't have done 
that. It was-it was mean, and completely uncalled for." 


Alya still didn't accept the revive, knowing there was 
more. 


She didn't have to wait long. 


"T just-I'm not jealous of Lila, that's not why I'm 
saying she's a liar! I wish you would stop saying that, 
because it's not true! I'm not jealous of Lila! I'm not." 


Alya just barely resisted the urge to sigh. She closed 
her eyes for a moment, leaning back in her chair, 
looking up at the ceiling and tracing patterns in the 
popcorn paint so she wouldn't have to see Latimer 


praying over Skaden's werewolf form while the 
direwolves continued to glitch. 


She said, "If you're not jealous of Lila, then explain to 
me why you chased after her and Adrien on Lila's first 
day in our class." 


"T-I-" Marientte stuttered, off to the side and out of 
sight, so Alya couldn't see her expression, "Because 
She's a liar, and I wanted to protect Adrien!" 


And this was why Alya still wasn't reviving herself, 
even though she had a stack and a half of filled soul 
gems and Marinette's offered one to use. She took her 
thumb off the joystick, sat the controller in her lap, 
and crossed her arms over her chest, still keeping her 
face turned up towards the ceiling. Marinette cried 
when she was angry, she couldn't help it, but if Alya 
Saw her start crying she was going to feel bad even 
though she knew she hadn't done anything wrong and 
she was sick and tired of having this conversation and 
she was not going to ruin it by feeling guilty when 
She'd done nothing to feel guilty about. 


Good thing this chair had a comfy backrest with 
reclining in mind. 

"Marientte," She said, fighting to keep her voice calm 
and clear despite the anger and scorn rising up in her, 
“That is not why you went to spy on them that day. 
You can try to lie to the others, you can try to lie to 
yourself, but don't you dare try to lie to me. Best 
friends don't lie to each other." 


She heard a sharp intake of breath, but didn't glance 
over to see Marinette's reaction. She didn't need to. 


Because a second later she burst out, "I'm not lying! 
How could you say that? I followed them because 
Lila's the liar, not me! I wanted to protect Adrien! 
She-" 


"No, Marinette!" Alya couldn't take it anymore and 
Sat upright again, slamming her hands against her 
legs for emphasis as she turned to glare at her stupid, 
jealous, possessive idiot of a friend, "You're lying! You 
are lying to me right now! You are lying to my face! I 
literally cannot believe you! You didn't follow them 
because you wanted to protect Adrien from Lila's so- 
called lies! You hadn't even met her at that point! You 
didn't even know her name before I told you! You 
didn't even know what she looked like until you saw 
her talking to Adrien in front of the library! You didn't 
follow them because Lila's a liar, you followed them 
because you were jealous of her talking to Adrien!" 


“That's not true! I-" 


"Yes it is! You told me you were going to go stop her 
from stealing him away from you and ruining your 
chances with him! You were jealous because everyone 
was talking about her, and all the stuff she's done, 
and you thought that that meant that everyone was 
going to forget about you. You thought that with Lila 
there, you didn't stand a chance with Adrien, so you 
went off to spy on them and sabotage their friendship! 
You even asked me to help you! You didn't follow them 
because you wanted to protect Adrien! You followed 
them because-because you're freaking possessive, 
Marinette! You followed them because you see any 
girl going near him as a threat to your relationship 


with him! Which doesn't even exist, I might add! You 
aren't even friends! And with the way you freaking 
spy on him and try to sabotage his relationships and 
steal his stuff? I'm sorry Marientte, but he's right not 
to be your friend! Friends don't treat people the way 
you treat him, and partners definitely don't. With the 
way you are now, you shouldn't be in a relationship 
with anybody." 


Marinette reeled back like she'd been slapped, but 
Alya held firm. Even when the almost inevitable tears 
rose to Marinette's eyes, she refused to back down or 
soften the blow or apologize. She'd tried being gentle. 
She'd tried being patient. She'd tried explaining it 
nicely. Nothing ever got through that thick shell of 
stubbornness that Marientte wore around her like 
armour. 


It might be their fifteenth time getting killed by this 
boss, but Alya had lost count of how many times 
they'd had some version of this argument. 


Well. 
One way or another, this would be the last time. 


The room was silent as they stared at each other, 
Marinette visibly struggling to compose herself, Alya's 
heart racing with her anger and frustration. Then 
Marinette bit her lip and wiped furiously at her eyes 
with the back of her hand, looking anywhere but at 
Alya. Her hands played with the controller she still 
held, forcing her character to run in a tight circle out 
of the corner of Alya's eye. 


Alya nudged the joystick on her own controller so she 


wouldn't be logged out just out of habit, waiting for 
Marientte to respond. She'd said all she needed to 
say. Whether or not they stayed friends after this? 
That would be up to Marinette. Alya was tired of 
trying to get her to see sense, of trying to get her to 
just. this. once do the right thing. 


Marinette was her friend, but friends didn't let friends 
be abusers. And even if they weren't in a relationship, 
even if they weren't friends, Alya didn't have to strain 
her imagination at a// to imagine how Marinette 
would act if she were actually dating Adrien. She 
would be just as obsessive and possessive and 
controlling as she was right now, if not even worse. 
She'd already stolen his phone. She'd already 
admitted to following him and spying on him and 
having a copy of his schedule- which she had created 
by watching him obsessively and tracking his every 
movement. 


The moment any girl that was romantically available 
to him stepped into Marinette's line of sight, she 
flipped out and declared them pure evil that needed 
to be destroyed at all cost. She'd done it with Lila. 
She'd done it with Kagami. And she would do it again 
with the next girl Adrien made friends with that 
wasn't already taken. 


Probably the only reason she hadn't done it to Alya 
was because they'd made friends before Marinette 
got a crush on Adrien. 


Unless Marinette took this final chance Alya was 
offering her, their friendship would end with this 
conversation. Unless she took this second chance and 


she used it to do better. To be better. 


And if Marinette refused to change, refused to 
freaking respect Adrien and Lila, Alya's only regret 
about ending their friendship would be that their 
characters were married. 


And she was pretty sure they couldn't get a divorce. 


Finally, Marinette spoke. Her voice was ragged with 
the threat of tears, even though she was clearly trying 
to hold them back. "Is that...is that really how you 
feel? Am I-" her breath hitched with an aborted sob, 
and she slammed a fist onto her leg in frustration, 
"Am I really that bad?" 


Alya did her best to ignore the obvious distress she 
was in. This conversation was necessary. 


"Honestly?" She said," Yes." She was done 
Sugarcoating it. She wasn't going to turn around and 
start coddling her now. She wasn't going to take back 
what she'd said. RSD was a bitch, but that didn't 
mean Marinette didn't need to face the truth. Alya 
had already tried gentle. She'd tried patient. This was 
the last straw. "You stole his phone. You follow him. 
You spy on him. You try to sabotage his relationships 
with other girls. It is not okay, Marientte, and I've told 
you a thousand times. This is more than your second 
chance. This is your hundredth chance. This is your 
last chance. I can't be friends with someone who 
stalks and lies and steals. I can't be friends with 
someone who doesn't respect other people. I can't be 
friends with someone who tries to ruin someone else's 
reputation just because she's friends with the boy 


they like." 


The memory suddenly struck her, and she slapped her 
hand against her leg in renewed exasperation and 
rage. This slight had been festering since the day it 
happened. "For pete's sake, Marinette! Lila's hard of 
hearing and you tried to make her sit in the back of 
the class because you were upset that she got to sit 
next to Adrien and you didn't! You tried to make a 
disabled student give up her accommodations so you 
could sit next to your crush! How the hell would you 
feel if you saw me sitting in the middle of the ramp so 
Grayson couldn't use it?! How would you feel if you 
Saw me using the freaking elevator and blocking his 
way so he couldn't get on?! How would that make you 
feel, Marinette, as my friend? As someone you 
thought you could trust to be a good person? Wouldn't 
you be angry? Wouldn't you be upset? Wouldn't you 
feel betrayed? Wouldn't you want me to stop being a 
Jerk?" 

Marinette stared at her, grey eyes wide. "I-" 

Silence. 


More tears came to Marinette's eyes, and this time 
She let them fall. 


She shook her head, and Alya was about to get up 
and leave, but then Marinette said, "You're right. I'm 
sorry." And it was only the depth of emotion in it, the 
Shock and horror and realization, that stopped Alya 
from saying anything else. 


"T..." Marinette shook her head again, "I-I don't know 
what to say except you're right, and I'm sorry. I...I'm 


sorry, Alya. I don't know what to say except-I'll-I'll fix 
this. What can I do to make this up to you?" 


Now it was Alya's turn to shake her head. That wasn't 
how this worked. "I'm not the one you should be 
asking that question." She said, playing with the 
controller but still making sure not to hit X, 
“Marinette, if you want me to forgive you, you have to 
apologize to Adrien and Lila. First thing on Monday. 
You have to fess up to what you did, and you have to 
apologize to them. You have to ask them what you can 
do to make up for it. Then I'll forgive you, even if they 
don't. As long as you do everything you can to make 
up for what you did, and you don't do anything like 
this ever again, I'll forgive you. You don't have to like 
Lila, you don't have to give up your crush on Adrien. 
But you can't just-you can't pull the crap you've been 
pulling, Marinette, it's not okay! No more following 
Adrien around like a stalker. No more stealing his 
phone and lying to him about it. No more keeping 
track of his schedule-throw it away! Burn it! No more 
calling Lila a liar over every little thing! Not unless 
you have proof that she's lying! You're like-You're the 
boy who cried wolf, Marinette. Give me a reason to 
believe I can trust your judgement when it comes to 
her, stop with the jealous stalker look, and find me 
some proof-any proof to back up your claims. I can't 
do anything if all I have is your word, especially when 
your word has been tainted against her since before 
you even met her. You-Marinette you're not stupid. 
You have to realize how bad it looks, you running off 
to ruin Lila before you even meet her, and then 
insisting she's a liar without any proof. Come on, girl, 


you're not dumb. I know you're not. Just put yourself 
in my shoes for two seconds and realize how bad it 
makes you look. You either need to find proof to back 
up your claims, or knock it off." 


Marinette nodded, like she wasn't even really 
listening to the latter half of Alya's speech, looking 
determined as she wiped her eyes on her sleeve. 
Turning her stubbornness towards a new goal. "I 
promise, Alya, I swear I'll-I'll apologize to them, I'll 
confess to Adrien, I'll apologize to Lila for trying to 
make her sit in the back of the class-everything. 
I...You're right. You're so right. I understand why you 
don't believe me, and if I were in your position I 
wouldn't believe me either. And you're right. Friends 
Shouldn't...partners should never...no one should ever 
treat anyone the way I've been treating Adrien. I'm- 
I'm sorry it took me so long to realize that. I'm sorry 
you've had to deal with me this whole time just...just 
being a jerk." Her eyes were steely. "You're right, 
Alya, I've been a jerk. I convinced myself that I 
followed them that day to protect Adrien, but 
really...the only one I was trying to protect was 
myself. I...I like Adrien, I really do, but if, if you love 
someone, you have to respect them, too. Otherwise, 
it's not love it's...it's just...you being controlling and 
creepy. J was controlling and creepy....I'm sorry it 
took me so long to...well, get my head on straight." 
She hesitated, then almost whispered, leaning 
forward in her chair, "Can...can I hug you?" 


Alya shook her head without even thinking. Anger 
was still buzzing through her veins like chainsaws, 


and just because Marientte was apparently now 
seeing sense didn't mean she hadn't acted horribly. 
Alya was still mad. Especially with the scene of 
Marinette demanding that Lila move to the back of 
the classroom still playing around in her head. "No 
thanks." She said simply, and then, to soften the blow 
a little, "Probably safer not to, anyways." 


Marinette nodded immediately. "Oh, yeah, you're 
right." Then she smiled a little, even though she was 
clearly disappointed. She wasn't shy about her love of 
hugs and physical affection, though she'd been 
getting steadily less and less enthusiastic over the 
past few months, even before the whole Covid thing 
began. 


Alya was actually the one that started making it a 
point to ask before hugging or grabbing-Marinette 
was jumpy, and easily spooked if she wasn't paying 
attention. Which was often, since she got distracted a 
lot, lost in her thoughts, frowning off into the distance 
like she was trying to solve a puzzle only she could 
see. 


Adrien had once come up behind her with a friendly 
‘Hey, Marinette!’ and touched her shoulder while she 
was zoned out like that, and she'd jumped so high and 
screamed. 


In fear. 
Not just surprise, but fear. 


It had been fear blazing from her wide grey eyes as 
She spun to face Adrien like he was going to attack 
her, fear making her gasp in a breath like she was 


drowning, her face going pale as death and then 
flushing searing red in shame as Adrien stammered 
out an apology that she rushed to accept, even though 
her hands were shaking. 


Alya made it a point to never touch Marinette without 
asking after that. And even though Marinette never 
said anything, her gratitude whenever Alya asked and 
listened was plain to see, not just in her expression, 
but her body language and mood, sometimes for the 
rest of the day. Like a weight she'd been carrying 
alone was being lifted off her shoulders. 


Alya didn't know what had happened to Marinette, 
and it wasn't her place to ask. They'd only been 
friends for a few months. She didn't think they had a 
high enough friendship level yet to go prying into her 
traumas. Marientte would tell her when she was 
ready, if she ever was. Alya didn't need to know-she 
just had to support her. 


The friend in question tapped her fingers against her 
controller, sneaking her a sly glance as she turned 
back to the computer. "Well, since Covid19 is keeping 
us apart, will you at least let me revive you? I'm the 
one who got you killed. I owe you." 


Alya turned back to the screen as well, where Latimer 
was now Standing idly in front of Skaden's body, the 
direwolves still spinning crazily in place on top of her. 


She rolled her eyes. Mostly at the direwolves. But also 
at Marinette for getting her killed in the first place. 
"Alright, fine." She conceded-Marinette whooped in 
victory and jumped up in place before beginning the 


revival process-"But we are NOT fighting this boss 
again. I'm tired of it. We've tried a dozen times now 
and have nothing to show for it. Let's go-I don't know, 
kill dragons or something for the daily quests. I still 
haven't got all the new motifs, and I want to update 
Kisiri-jo's outfit. Let's go to Rimmen." Her character 
turned ghostly transparent and leapt to her feet, and 
she immediately ran to the safe side of the battlefield. 
The direwolves continued to spin widely in place 
where she'd died. "Gods, that is so weird." She said, 
Spinning the camera as she waited to fully 
corporalize, "They really need to fix that. It was funny 
at first, but now it's just annoying." 


Marientte was already in the process of teleporting 
out. "Hey," She said, laughing a bit, "At least it's not 
as bad as the time I glitched through the walls of a 
Delve after I did Feral Pounce." She pouted, then 
glared balefully at her half of the computer as the 
loading screen appeared. "Poor Latimer got stuck 
falling through the void for three days, Alya, THREE 
DAYS!" Her voice rose to a dramatic shout at the end. 


Thankfully, her parents had long since gotten used to 
her shouting about random things. 


“Yeah I know, I was there, remember? I'm the one 
who eventually figured out which customer service to 
ask, since apparently the first one was a freaking 
bot." Skaden gasped in a dramatic breath as she 
phased back in to the normal reality. Alya opened the 
map and began scrolling through her list of houses. 
"Oh, we never got any of your emails or bug reports," 
She mocked, selecting the Sugarbowl Suite in 


Northern Elsweyr as her teleportation destination, 
"Even though you've sent like a dozen over the course 
of three days. Soooo helpful." 


A constellation appeared in front of Skaden's 
werewolf form, and she stood there idly as the rest of 
the teleportation animation played out. 


The loading screen appeared, and she sat back and 
relaxed. 


"Hey, Markov just logged in!" Marinette exclaimed, 
already out of the loading screen, typing rapidly on 
her keyboard as she greeted their friend in the guild 
chat. 


“Cool, you can see if he wants to do dailies with us. Or 
if he has any tips for beating that stupid boss. My 
loading time is taking longer than usual." 


Ckickity clickity clackity clack[] "Okay, I already 
forgot the name of the dungeon, and he wants to 
know which one we were in." 


Alya was still staring at the loading screen, but she 
could glance over to see the chat box open in 
Marinette's window. "Coldreaper's Claim." She said, 
“The boss was like....ugh thanks now I forget. You're 
contagious, you know that? Something the Frost- 
Bitten? I think? Or maybe Frost-Biter? It was some 
Dwemery name with a K. Don't ask me how to spell it, 
I have no idea." 


More tapping on the keys. 


The ouroboros kept spinning. But at least it wasn't 
frozen. 


Alya finally loaded in, and saw Marinette in front of 
her, mounted on her nix-ox. 


She opened the interface and clicked on the chat. She 
had to scroll up to get past the most recent Zone 
chatter to find the start of the conversation, the text 
bright yellow-y orange, the color she'd picked for 
Vengeance for the Fallen. 

[Yagrikor Gro-Zulag (FrakTheLaws): Hey guys! Hope 
everyone's day is going well! ] 

[Latimer (I[ForgotTheOtherOne): Hey Laws! Sort of 
good sort of bad, lol] 

Trying to read the chat while people in the chat kept 
typing was so annoying. She had to keep inching ever 
upward to keep up with the conversation. Someone in 
Zone had to be spamming something. 

[Zabni (WalksTheAges): Hello, Yagrikor! ] 


[Yagrikor Gro-Zulag (FrakTheLaws): Hi Walks! What's 
bad, Forgot? Is it something I can help with?] 

[Zabni (WalksTheAges): This one will also help if you 
need her to! ] 

Through the chat screen, she saw omeone on a 
Nascent Indrick attempted to jump over her, but they 
ended up clipping through her torso instead. 
[Latimer (IForgotTheOtherOne): Ohhh my goddd 
Majestia and I just got back from a TERRIBLE 
dungeon. We couldn't even get past the first boss! ] 
[Yagrikor Gro-Zulag (FrakTheLaws): Wow, that sucks. 
Which one was it? If you want to try again later, let 
me know, I'm always down to delve. Not doing much 


right now besides level grinding. ] 


"Not happening," Alya said aloud, "I am not going 
back there for at /Jeast a week. I am sick of that boss 
and his stupid gloating. He needs to shut up, 
seriously." 


"I'll hold you to that then-we go back next week. I 
want the acheivement." 


The guild chat was strting to intersect with the Zone 
chat as Alya scrolled down, getting to the more recent 
messages. Thank god it was color coded or she would 
have been sitting there forever just trying to figure 
out who was talking to who. Someone in the Zone 
chat was...singing, possibly. Well, they looked like 
song lyrics, and they were posting each line as its 
own chat...very annoying. 


[Zabni (WalksThe Ages) oh. This one rescinds her 
earlier offer of help, she is not much use in groups. 
She only teams up with others if the fate of the world 
is at stake. ] 


[Latimer (IForgotTheOtherOne): Coldreaper's Claim, I 
forget the boss's name. ] 


[Latimer (IForgotTheOtherOne): Thats okay Walks] 
[Yagrikor Gro-Zulag (FrakTheLaws): Oh.] 


And now Alya was caught up. She stared at the bright 
yellow 'oh.' from Markov, feeling...something...rising 
up. Something like nervousness. Something like 
dread. Markov was good at this game. For him to hear 
the name of the Dungeon and respond with "oh." 
was... 


Disquieting, to say the least. 


She waited with baited breath for him to continue, to 
explain, and it didn't take long. 


[Yagrikor Gro-Zulag (FrakTheLaws): You know that's a 
Trial, right? Not a Dungeon. That explains why it waa 
so difficult, though, How many people were in your 
group? | 

What. 

What. 

[Yagrikor Gro-Zulag (FrakTheLaws): *was] 

Marinette made a strangled noise, and was already 
typing. 

[Latimer (IForgotTheOtherOne): ...just me and 
Majestia :( ] 

Alya typed out, completely dumbfounded, 

[Skaden Treesinger (Majestia1942): what] 

She looked at Marinette. Marinette looked at her. 
"Um." Marinette said. 

"Oops?" Alya suggested. 

[Latimer (IForgotTheOtherOne): oops] 

[Skaden Treesinger (Majestia1942): oops] 


A second or two passed while the others typed in the 
chat. Markov was the first to respond. 


[Yagrikor Gro-Zulag (FrakTheLaws): Well, all that 
aside, you said you wanted to do dailies? Dragons, 
or...? I mean, we could try to find a group for 
Coldreaper's Claim if you want to. With everyone 


online, it might be easier than normal to find people, 
but it would definitely take a few hours at least. ] 


Alya started to type out 'no thanks', and then saw 
what Zabni was typing, and backspaced it away. 


[Zabni (WalksThe Ages): This one is sorry to interrupt 
your plans, but she thinks you should all come to 
Summerset. You can teleport to her, and she will pay 
you back the cost of the gold! But she thinks you 
should come to Summerset. Immediately. Right now. ] 


[Yagrikor Gro-Zulag (FrakTheLaws): Why? Is 
something wrong? Do you need help with something? | 


[Zabni (WalksThe Ages): No, nothing is wrong, this 
one just has a friend she wants you to meet. She can't 
tell you anything without ruining the surprise, but 
trust her when she tells you it is a good surprise. You 
will enjoy the encounter, of this she is certain. This 
one will /pay you/ to come and visit her friend. ] 


Alya quirked an eyebrow at Marinette while she 
considered the offer. Zabni/Walks-The-Ages was very 
into roleplaying, but had never demanded that they 
play along with her, which was nice, because it could 
get tiring sometimes. Like she'd said earlier herself, 
She didn't group often, but if you needed armour or 
weapons or food or furnishings crafted, she was 
always the first volunteer, and didn't ask anything in 
return except the required materials, and that was 
only ifshe didn't have enough already. 


Their guild bank was constantly being refilled with 
recipes and armour set pieces from her, since, in her 
own words, she was 'too lazy' to sell them in the guild 


store, and wanted them to help themselves. 


Zabni was one of the three people in their entire guild 
that weren't from their IRL school, which was a very 
high honor. Actually, Alya wasn't even entirely sure 
anymore who'd actually invited her, but it was a 
decision no one had ever regretted. She was nice, she 
gave away free stuff, and she was absolutely adorable 
in her role-play interactions with NPCs. 


There was just one...little issue... 
Alya finally typed out, 


[Skaden Treesinger (Majestia1942): is this a friend 
who can join the guild? Or can we all group up?] 


That was the fastest way to ask Zabni this particular 
question. This is why the role-playing thing could get 
a little tiring. But at least she wasn't a purist who 
demanded they stop using abbreviations and internet 
Slang. She only applies her rules to herself, which was 
nice. 


It didn't take long to get a reply. 


[Zabni (WalksThe Ages): This one isn't sure whether it 
is fortunate or unfortunate, but no, this friend cannot 
join our conversation. They are not Soul Shriven like 
we are. | 


And...yep. Just as Alya had thought. An NPC. Which 
probably a quest. A good quest, from the way she was 
literally begging them to come and do it. But there 
was a problem with good quests in this game. 


Markov seemed to be thinking along the exact same 
lines. 


[Yagrikor Gro-Zulag (FrakTheLaws): Will meeting this 
friend make me cry? I cried the last time you wanted 
me to meet your friend, and I don't regret it, I would 
just like to know ahead of time. I'm still sad, by the 
way. | 

[Zabni (WalksThe Ages): This one is too. She will 
always be sad. She will always miss her friends. And 
as for the answer to your question...this one does not 
know, but if you do end up crying, it will not be from 
sadness or grief. It will be of...happiness for others. 
Please come and meet this one's friend. Your only 
regret will be that you did not come sooner. ] 


Okay, that was a pretty compelling argument. 
"Shall we?" Alya said out loud. 


Marinette was already opening the Guild menu so she 
could teleport to Zabni's location. "Oh, definitely." she 
said, as her character dismounted her nix-ox and once 
again began the teleportation animation, "If it's 
anything like last time we're going to be crying our 
eyes out. I wouldn't miss it for the world." 

Yes, that was true. It would be worth it even if it led 
to tears. Especially if it led to tears. The best kinds of 
stories are the ones that make you cry. 


Especially tears of happiness. 


It took a bit of organizing to get their questing group 
all together, because they had to wait for Markov to 
get there, and then Adrien and TheRealEvilBob 
logged in, and they wanted to join in on the group 
questing, but they finally all got to Rellenthil, where 
Zabni was patiently but also anxiously waiting for 


them all, and as a group they went over and spoke to 
the quest-giver, Rinyde. 


Half an hour later, Marinette's dad was frantically 
Slapping a hand over his eyes so he couldn't see the 
screen once he realized that they were crying and 
why they were crying. "Oh no, no, no, no!" He 
exclaimed when Marinette opened her mouth to say 
something while he was walking backwards back 
towards the trapdoor, having placed the tray of 
snacks he'd brought them on the desk between them, 
"Don't tell me anything! I don't want to know! Not 
even if it's good or bad! Just tell me the zone and the 
location!" He started climbing down the ladder in a 
hurry, his face turned resolutely away from the 
computer screens, his voice getting quieter as he 
went, "Oh please don't let it be sad I just finished 
replaying Final Fantasy ten, my heart can't take much 
more of this...!" 


Alya looked at Marinette, and Marinette looked back 
at her. They both had tears in their eyes, and Zabni 
was right-it was with happiness, not sorrow or grief. 
It was pride, it was-too much to put into words. 


It was Joy. 
Zabni was right. Alya's only regret was not doing this 
quest sooner. 


She didn't know if this leaf Marinette was turning 
over would last, or was even real. But even when 
Adrien had danced with her while they waited for 


everyone else to show up, instead of keysmashing, 
She'd taken a few (okay, maybe more than a few) deep 
breaths to calm herself down, and actually managed 
to talk to him. And she was friendly, the way friends 
are. 


It looked like she'd taken their conversation to heart, 
it looked was doing her best to be a good friend to 
Adrien before she tried to be anything else. 


It was in a video game, and hardly proof of anything. 
There was no telling what would happen when they... 


. eventually... 
...went back to school. 


But...for now...it was a good sign. Marinette looked 
like a fire had been lit inside her, like she'd suddenly 
been given a purpose. If nothing else, she was going 
to put her all into being a better person and friend to 
Adrien. Once she decided on a goal, she stuck to it. 


Once, her goal had been to get with Adrien, no matter 
what it took, no matter how many people she had to 
Shove out of the way. 


Now, her goal was to be a good friend to him. Now, 
her goal was to be a better person. Now, her goal was 
to come clean and apologize and learn from her 
mistakes and do better. 

There was no telling if Adrien and Lila would forgive 
Marinette once she confessed to all that she'd done to 
them. 


But as long as she was taking the first step, as long as 
She was taking responsibility and as long as she didn't 


do anything like it again... 
It was something to hope for. 
Alya really needed something to hope for. 


[Skaden Treesinger (Majestia1942): Thank you, 
Zabni. | 


She typed into the chat, hoping that somehow, the 
three simple words would carry the weight of 
everything behind it. 


Zabni didn't respond. She'd already logged out-or, as 
She'd put it this time, gone to sleep-and Alya had been 
just a few seconds too slow. 


So she sent her mail with the amount of gold she'd 
originally given Alya back to pay for the teleport, with 
the message, "You were right, it was worth it. Thank 
you." knowing she would see it when she next logged 
in. 

Then she looked over at Marinette, who'd already 
logged out and was on her character menu. But she 
wasn't looking at the screen, she was just looking at 
Alya, smiling slightly, the tears of happiness and pride 
still in her eyes. 


Alya couldn't help but smile back. 


"So," She said, gently spinning her chair to face 
Marinette fully, "About that hug you mentioned 
earlier..." 


